
The circuitous train ride from 
Częstochowa provided plenty of 
time to peruse my guidebooks 

and I already know that a mere four 
days in Krakow is not going to be 
enough time to see all of its treasures. 
We deposit our luggage in our hotel 
room and immediately head out on foot 
through the 14th century Florianska 
Gate, the only gate remaining of the 
original eight that once cut through 
the medieval walls of the city. It was 
the official entry point of the Royal 
Route that led to the Rynek, and 
hence Florian Street is lined with 
some of the finest houses of that 
period.  Unfortunately, the beauty of the 
architecture is somewhat obscured by 
the proliferation of shops, both elegant 
and mundane, wedged between fast 
food restaurants and coffee bars. It is 
the Rynek, or main market square that 
draws like a magnet and we are pulled 
along the thoroughfare in that direction.

Ahh, here the city’s glory reigns in 
the expanse of this elegant square, 
populated in the waning daylight by 
pigeons and pilgrims, merchants and 
street vendors, mimes and wide-eyed 
tourists.  

The impressive Cloth Hall dominates 
the square, commanding our undivided 

attention. Merchants have sold their 
goods here for centuries. The original 
15th century structure, dedicated to 
the textile trade, was destroyed by 
fire and was subsequently rebuilt and 
re-designed over the centuries. The 
central gallery and arcaded shops are 
devoted to the tourist trade, offering 
Polish handicrafts and jewellery, 
especially amber.  

It is difficult not to be drawn into its 
gallery where the wares glimmer and 
tempt. By the time we exit, it is dark 
outside and the building has been 
illuminated, simply dazzling against a 
blue velvet sky. Several white horse-
drawn carriages are lined up waiting 
to transport visitors into the realm of 
fairytales. 

We, however, are beginning to tire 
and are more interested in experiencing 

the cuisine of Krakow. Old Town Market 
Square has its share of fast food 
eateries and cafés, but we head for 
Hawelka, where hospitality and fine 
cuisine have been flawlessly woven 
together over the course of a century. 
When Antoni Hawelka, an enterprising 
merchant of Krakow, opened his 
little grocer’s shop call ‘Pod Palma’ 
in 1876, did he dare to dream that a 
renowned restaurant would grow out 
of his humble endeavour? At that time, 
it was his selection of multi-layered 
sandwiches that attracted an increasing 
number of satisfied customers. The 
Hawelka Restaurant  opened in 
1913. An elegant meeting place for 
professors, scientists, writers and 
artists, it gained renown for its excellent 
cuisine. Today, nearly 100 years later, 
the tradition continues, celebrating the 
cuisine of Poland, including some of 
Antoni’s original recipes. 

We are pleased that they are open 
for dinner, even if the hour is still quite 
early. Its stylish interior is inviting 
without being fussy. We start by 
sampling the famous mushroom soup 
served in a bread bowl shaped like a 
mushroom. When I remove its bread 
cap, the aroma simply intoxicates. 
My husband’s choice of the cabbage 
soup with smoked ribs is brought to 
the table in a small kettle – a delightful 
presentation of this rustic recipe. No 
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wonder these dishes are famous! We 
follow up these soul-warming soups 
with a mix a pierogi and a country dish 
of breaded pork cutlet with potatoes 
and cabbage – sharing from each 
other’s plates and commenting on how 
Hawelka can make an ordinary dish 
quite extraordinary. Unable to resist 
temptation, we also halve a serving of 
their cheesecake with meringue and 
warm cherries. No need for a nightcap 
here – we are feeling full and satisfied 
and ready to crawl into bed.

Even the pigeons in Krakow seem 
plumper than their European cousins, 
I think to myself this morning as we 
begin to stroll. Perhaps that is because 
any culinary journey through Krakow is 
likely to start with the obwarsanek – a 
chewy dough ring sprinkled with salt, 
poppy or sesame seeds, sold from over 
180 rolling carts on every other street 
corner in the city. It is one of only two 
Polish foods currently protected by the 
EU on its Traditional Foods List. First 
written mention of the obwarzanek, 
which predates the Jewish bagel, dates 
back to 1394. It has been a daily sight 
on Krakow’s market square for over 
600 years. Krakowian bakers produce 
up to 200,000 of these crisp bread rings 
daily in the summer. By evening, when 
their freshness has past, obwarsaniki 
become feed for the entire pigeon 
population of Krakow. The pigeons 
seem to have a particularly good life in 
Market Square, where they gather on 
this chilly morning in front of the warm 
exhaust emanating from the heating 
vents of the Rynek Underground 
museum. They convene contentedly 
and let the warm blasts ruffle through 
their feathers, in no hurry to move on. 

Some splash in a makeshift birdbath 
thoughtfully provided by one of the 
market vendors, while others scurry 
over the pavement for an unending 
meal of obwarzanek crumbs. 

We enter St. Mary’s Church, 
the third church dedicated to the 
assumption of the Virgin to stand on 
this spot. Immediately to our right is a 
chapel dedicated to the 17th century 

Częstochowa Madonna, a replica of the 
venerated icon from the Jasna Góra 
Sanctuary, a pilgrimage we completed 
yesterday. The main reason for our 
visit to this beautiful church, however, 
is to see the high altar, adorned with 
an immense five-paneled carved 
and gilded polyptych, a masterpiece 
illustrating scenes of the life of Mary. 
Made over the course of 12 years at 
the end of the 15th century by Veit 
Stoss, a sculptor from Nuremburg, it is 
decorated with over 200 figures. The 
main scene depicts the Dormition of 
the Virgin, her last sleep before her 
Assumption. Each day at noon, the 
central panel is opened to the awe 
of anyone lucky enough to witness 
this and take in the exquisite beauty 
of its amazing craftsmanship. It is a 
memorable experience.

Back outside, our attention is drawn 
to the taller of the two spires of St. 
Mary’s Basilica, where the bugler 
has begun a tune to mark the hour, 
interrupted mid-note according to 
tradition, called the hejnal. Legend 
traces this practice back to 1241, when 
the Tartars invaded Krakow. In the 
midst of the warning song to arouse 
the citizens to defend themselves, the 
trumpeter was shot in the neck, thus 
interrupting the tune in mid-melody. 
From 54 metres above the city, this 
moment in time is commemorated on 
the hour, repeated from each point of 

the tower, always interrupted before 
its finish. The responsibility to climb 
the 239 steps of St. Mary’s tower and 
perform this musical task is undertaken 
with great pride, passed down from 
father to son, rotating the duty between 
seven trumpeters throughout the 24-
hour cycle.  

Today we decide to explore 
Kazimerz, founded by King Casimir the 
Great as a separate town, where during 
the 15th century an autonomous Jewish 
section was established. The area is 
slowly recovering from the devastation 
of the Second World War when it was 
depopulated and fell into ruin. The Old 
Synagogue was built in the 15th century 
by Czech Jews and is the oldest 
synagogue in Poland. Plundered by 
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the Nazis, it was eventually renovated 
and converted into a Jewish history 
museum. For non-Jewish visitors, its 
displays and collections are informative 
and evocative of the many cherished 
traditions and practices of the Jewish 
faith. I enjoy the hour that we spend 
here, learning a little more about 
Jewish life in Krakow before the war, 
and although deeply saddened by 
the ever-present reminders of the 
Holocaust, it fills me with a sense of 
hope and promise for their future.

Close by, Ariel Restaurant occupies 
an old tenement building constructed 
between the World Wars replacing an 
earlier 18th century house belonging 
to a rabbi. Situated in the heart of 
this district, the restaurant has its 
‘heart’ in preserving and honouring 
the Jewish cuisine, art and culture 
of Poland. It houses the first private 
Jewish art gallery in the city, its 
collection consisting of both old and 
contemporary works. It is also popular 
for its evening concerts of klezmer 
music, traditional Jewish folk melodies 
and songs in Yiddish. All of this makes 
for a unique atmosphere in which to 
savour a bit of Jewish culture and 
cuisine. Steven Spielberg found it so 
while living in Krakow during the filming 
of “Schindler’s List.” 

We come in from the cold on this 
blustery winter day and are met by 
warmth, both in the cozy environment 
of its dining room and by Ariel’s 
manager, Martin, who takes a special 
interest in each one of his guests. 

Under his guidance, we choose which 
specialities we’d like to sample, not an 
easy decision to make from a menu 
with many tempting selections. For 
me it is the Berdyczowska soup, a 
vegetable beef soup flavoured with 
cinnamon and honey. The unexpected 
combination of savoury and sweet 
wakes up the taste buds. As a second, 
I choose the Cholent, a stew prepared 
with potatoes, beef, beans, barley 
and spices slow-cooked and kept 
overnight in a clay pot, a traditional 
meal made in advance for the Sabbath, 
when the lighting of fires and cooking 
is prohibited. A perfect ending to this 
meal is Sernik Pascha – Passover curd 
cheese with raisins and orange zest, 
artfully plated with a dollop of fresh 
cream and orange slice. 

We continue our stroll through 
Kasimerz, where we visit not only 

the Jewish cemetery and other 
synagogues, but also some of 
its renowned Catholic churches. 
Temperatures dip and so do our energy 
levels, so before darkness descends 
we retrace our steps. 

Along the way, we pass the Royal 
Castle of Wawel and its majestic Gothic 
Cathedral, where Polish monarchs 
and their families have been laid to 
rest from the 16th century onwards. We 
eventually pass under Florianska Gate, 
our starting point, and reach the green 
space known as the Planty.  

It was once a series of fortifications 
that encircled the medieval city, 
surrounded by a moat. Now it is a 
peaceful park where friends gather 
and stroll. We sit for a moment on a 
bench and watch the pigeons feast on 
obwarzanek crumbs. We simply feast 
on our recollections of the day…
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